The sun beat punishingly on her face as she stepped outside, so Sophira almost didn’t see the oxcart bearing 
down on her. The driver yelled, and the next thing she knew she was on the ground, staring at the spokes of 
the wheels as the cart trundled past. The driver threw another couple curses her way, but his voice was soon 
lost in the crowd of sandals and robe hems. 

She peered around, looking for whatever had knocked her out of the way of a messy death by cattle. Down 
by her ankle, a glittering monkey clicked its teeth at her and cocked its head. Sophira jerked back, drawing 
her feet away from its delicate clockwork hands, before she realized what it was. She still wasn’t used to 
bonded spirits moving around on their own, and the elaborate mechanized talisman this one inhabited was 
lifelike enough to make the hair on the back of her neck stand up. 

**Downright unnatural, that is, ** grumbled Shale. The monkey bared its teeth, as if taking offence, and 
bounded back into the crowd. Sophira couldn’t see who it returned to, and so had no idea who to thank for 
her safety. 

**Not going to he safe much longer if you keep sitting in the middle of the road, girl. ** 

The crowded street was getting even busier as the noon hour approached, with labourers flooding the 
streets to find a quick meal at one of the bazaar’s many kebab carts. Sophira scrambled to her feet and 
checked her belt purse to make sure she still had her things. Her anxious fingers found a small lump of 
stone, worn smooth with handling, carved into the shape of a ram. Its rounded horns had nearly lost their 
distinctive grooves, but it felt warm and sturdy in her hands, and she quickly calmed as she moved into the 
shade of an awning overhanging the street. 

Just as quickly, though, tension seeped back in. For the third time in nearly as many months, she was 
jobless. Evidently, shepherding was not adequate training for scrubbing the floors of rich merchants. At this 
rate, she would lose her place in the bunkhouse near the industrial district and be left to scrape by on the 
streets. 

Without her permission her feet started on their way back to her bunkhouse. If she was going to be jobless 
for the forseeable future, she might as well enjoy a day of leisure before she went back on the hunt for 
work. She hunched her shoulders, and began to muscle her way through the crowd. 

Even for the noon hour, the square seemed unusually crowded. Normally the sound of the fountain in the 
centre could be heard as a pleasant undertone to the murmurs of the people; today, Sophira couldn’t hear it 
at all. She looked up, annoyed, and found that the traffic around her had ground to a halt. She was stuck in 
the middle of a crowd, and they all seemed to be looking the same way. 

She craned her neck, and above the shorter heads of the city folk she could see a group of three men 
apparently speaking to the crowd. Shale rumbled his curiosity. Old and curmudgeonly as her partner might 
be, he was still occasionally as curious as a young kitten. She had always privately thought that it was 
during one of those flights of fancy that he made the impulsive decision to bond with her. 

Sophira began her slow progress toward the front of the crowd, and as she got closer she began to hear 
what the man in the middle was saying. He was shorter than his companions, the top of his head only 
reaching their shoulders, and his scruffy canvas cap seemed in danger of sliding off of his head. 



“Good people, I swear to you this is true! The Guild is nothing more than a cancer upon our city, a parasite 
in the streets! They care nothing for you, or me, or any of us!” 

This again. Opponents to the Guild were a dime a dozen, usually found in comers of seedy bars or handing 
out manifestos on street corners. But they were nothing more than malcontents; anyone with a lick of sense 
knew that it was the Guild that made up the backbone of the city’s trade. 

She was about to turn around and make her return journey through the crowd, but before she could 
something caught her eye. On the message board next to the three men was a notice with the metallic seal 
of the Guild. Sophira couldn’t read the words printed underneath from so far away, but the most common 
use of such boards was by people either looking for work, or looking to hire. 

-Is the Guild looking for workers, do you think?- 

**Even if they are, I doubt they are in need of shepherding expertise. ** 

-You don’t know that for sure, though.- Stubbornness was one of their many similar qualities, which meant 
they hardly ever agreed on anything. 

**Even if they were, how could you find out? We can ’t read. ** 

-I’ll ask Rahmi, I think she can read a bit. Enough to get the meaning, anyway. - 

Shale grunted, and refused to comment. Still, a tentative thread of hope trickled through their bond as 
Sophira waded out of the square. Perhaps they would not be reduced to beggars after all. 



